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The Record of Transmitting the Light traces the generation-to-generation inheritance of the Buddha’s enlightenment through successive masters of the Dharma. Written by Keizan Zenji, a seminal figure in the Japanese Zen tradition comparable only to the great master Dogen, its significance as a historical and religious document is unquestionable. The Record of Transmitting the Light serves as a testament to our own capacity to awaken to a life of freedom, wisdom, and compassion.


“The Record of Transmitting the Light is a work which many would rank alongside Dogen’s Shobogenzo as a major classic of Japanese Soto Zen. This translation has played an important role in illuminating the Way for thousands of first-generation Western students. Cook’s skill and insight as a translator come from his well-earned scholarly authority in the field of Buddhism, as well as from experiential authority obtained through many years of study as a Zen practitioner—and specifically, as a student of koans. May this volume continue to illuminate the Way for the next generation of Zen practitioners.”


— from the foreword by JOHN DAIDO LOORI, Abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and editor of The Art of Just Sitting


“Keizan Zenji’s collection of enlightenment stories with sure-footed commentaries is a basic text for Soto Zen students, and an important reference for all students of Asian religion. I am gratified that Dr. Cook’s astute translation has been brought back into print in such a fine edition.”


— ROBERT AITKEN, author of The Gateless Barrier


“These stories of the moments when earnest practitioners experienced directly nondual reality are an inspiration for all of us to discover our own light. Both Dr. Cook’s excellent translation of Keizan’s text itself as well his superb introduction to it are invaluable in studying our Zen lineage.”


— ZENKEI BLANCHE HARTMAN, Abbess of San Francisco Zen Center


FRANCIS COOK is a longtime student of Zen and the translator of many Buddhist texts, including How to Raise an Ox: Zen Practice as Taught in Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo.
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FOREWORD



The Record of Transmitting the Light is a work that many that rank alongside Zen Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo as a major classic of Japanese Soto Zen. It documents the enlightenment experience and transmission of the Dharma through successive generations beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha down through Zen Master Koun Ejo, Dogen’s successor. The collected cases and accompanying commentary and poems by Zen Master Keizan are used in several modern lineages as part of koan study.


Keizan Jokin was born in 1268, fifteen years after the death of the great Master Dogen in 1253. He studied Zen under Dogen’s first successor Ejo, and then continued with Zen Master Tettsu Gikai, Ejo’s successor at Eihei-ji. He played a pivotal role in the development and expansion of Japanese Soto Zen, which earned him the title of Great Ancestor. Master Keizan is held in as high regard as Master Dogen, and has in fact been referred to as the mother of Japanese Soto Zen, while Dogen is considered the father.


After the death of Dogen in 1253, while Gikai was the third abbot of Eihei-ji, factional splits began to develop at Eihei-ji among monks of various other schools of Buddhism, such as the Tendai and Daruma lines. Master Gikai, then in his seventies, found himself at the center of the conflict and was ultimately banished from Eihei-ji. He took up residency at the gatehouse of the monastery, and although he had Ejo’s full trust—had in fact received transmission from him—he was forced to leave Eihei-ji and went on to establish Daijo-ji in Kaga (Ishikawa Prefecture).


The internal disputes and disorder became quite serious and began to threaten the very existence and continuance of the Japanese Soto lineage that was established by Dogen. Disciples left Eihei-ji. Supporters decreased in number. The vital and vigorous atmosphere that was originally established at the Eihei-ji monastic community began to disintegrate.




By this time, Master Keizan, having now succeeded Gikai as the second abbot of Daijo-ji, began a series of talks tracing the lineage of the rightly transmitted Buddhadharma from India to China, and from China to Japan, in an attempt to confirm that the teaching of the essence of the treasury of the true Dharma eye rests in zazen and realization—a point that had became lost as a result of the ongoing disputes at Eihei-ji. These talks were later collected as The Record of Transmitting the Light.


The word light in the title refers to the enlightenment experience that was transmitted, mind to mind, generation to generation, from Shakyamuni Buddha through twenty-eight ancestors in India and twenty-three ancestors in China, and finally carried from China to Japan by Dogen and transmitted to Ejo. The Record was Keizan’s attempt to heal the rift that had developed at Eihei-ji and to assert the legitimacy of the lineage that master Dogen carried from China. He thus attempted to fend off much of the criticism of Gikai, as well as to assert his own legitimacy and the legitimacy of his successors. Dogen himself had begun to establish the legitimacy of the lineage, but had not completed this work before his death.


Slowly, the sangha of Eihei-ji began to heal and the vitality of the practice returned. Keizan then established Soji-ji, and along with Eihei-ji, these two became the head monasteries of the Japanese Soto Zen tradition, and remain so to this day.


After establishing Soji-ji, Keizan traveled around Japan creating thousands of temples within his lineage. At its peak, the Japanese Soto School had about twenty-five thousand temples with over thirty thousand priests and some ten million followers. It became—and remains—the largest Buddhist denomination in Japan. The propagation philosophy of Keizan is embodied today in the Soto School of Japan where it promotes the international development of Soto Zen. In the early part of the twentieth century, Japanese Soto Zen Buddhism began to spread to Europe, America, and southeast Asia. Today it is one of the largest Buddhist schools in the West.


In collecting the stories that make up The Record of Transmitting the Light, Keizan traced his own lineage back through history to Shakyamuni Buddha. The fifty-three accounts he recorded present historical information on the bloodline of Keizan’s Dharma ancestors as documented in the Ancestral Lineage of Succession, a document every Soto priest receives at the time of Dharma transmission. But more important, each anecdote is also a koan Keizan’s students had to unravel, and in time the Record became established as a koan collection for future generations of Zen students to contemplate.


Koans appear in a number of different ways in the traditional records of Zen Buddhism. In The Record of Transmitting the Light each koan is presented as the biography of one of the Zen masters. Koans also appear as individual cases collected in the various records of the masters, usually by a later-generation disciple. These koans or “public cases” usually contain factual information regarding the teacher’s training, teaching career, birth, and death, as well as a dialogue or dialogues between master and disciples, contemporaries, or visitors. During the Song Dynasty in China, several masters collected koans they regarded as being particularly valuable for the training of their own students. The masters then usually added to the koan their own commentary or verse, as both a challenge and a helpful pointer for their students.


At the time Keizan delivered the discourses in the Record, three of the major koan collections were already in existence. The Blue Cliff Record, the oldest of the three, was introduced to Japan by Dogen in 1227. Dogen had just completed five years of study in China with his teacher, Master Tiantong Rujing, and had received the Soto transmission. Shortly before leaving for Japan, he discovered a copy of The Blue Cliff Record and spent his entire last night in China hand-copying it. This text is known within the Soto School as the “One-night Blue Cliff Record.”


The second koan collection, The Book of Serenity, essentially follows the same form as its predecessor, The Blue Cliff Record. The third collection was The Gateless Gate. Its form is less poetic and literary than that of its predecessors, but rather more direct and straightforward in its exposition of and commentary on the recorded dialogues.


These three collections no doubt provided a model for Keizan’s work. Each of the chapters in the Record consists of four basic sections. The first is the main case, which includes the essential elements that sparked the realization and transmission of the disciple, mind to mind, from the master. Next is a section with biographical and historical information to set the context in which the encounter is taking place. The third is Keizan’s discourse or teisho on the case. Here Keizan guides the student to realize the koan by directly pointing. Teisho are said to be “dark to the mind but radiant to the heart,” so they must be received with the whole body and mind, rather than through linear, discursive thought. They challenge students to make a quantum leap of consciousness and see directly into the koan, thereby turning the ancestor’s realization into an intimate part of their own being. The fourth and last section is Keizan’s verse, a few lines that capture the essential point of the koan, following the Zen tradition in which students or teachers present in poetic form their understanding of a particular point in the teachings.


Koan introspection is significantly different than koan study. In koan study, the student tries to develop an intellectual understanding of the koan and the teachings it contains. Koan introspection, on the other hand, is a process in which the student sits with the koan for long periods of time and presents his or her understanding to the master. When there is a clear identity between the insight of the master and that of the student, the student passes on to the next koan in a series. Therefore, the traditional use of koans in Zen represents the transmission of the Dharma mind to mind from teacher to disciple, generation to generation. As part of systematic koan introspection, Keizan’s Record of Transmitting the Light is found in several lineages, its study preceding the formal transmission of the Dharma.


More than seven hundred years have passed since Keizan began the series of talks that became the Record, yet this invaluable collection still contains the heart of the teachings of the inexhaustible light of the Dharma.


Francis Cook’s translation was first published in 1991, and in the years that followed, it has played an important role in illuminating the Way for thousands of first-generation Western students. Cook’s skill and insight as a translator come from his well-earned scholarly authority in the field of Buddhism, as well as by experiential authority obtained through many years of study as a Zen practitioner—and specifically, as a student of koans. May this edition of The Record of Transmitting the Light continue to illuminate the Way for the next generation of Zen practitioners.


John Daido Loori, Abbot


Zen Mountain Monastery


Winter 2003
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NOTES ON TRANSLATION






1. All personal names, place names, and the like have been restored to their original form, regardless of how Keizan pronounced them. A case could be made that they should all be pronounced as Keizan pronounced them, but I believe that one function of translation is to make these restorations. Thus, Indian names have been restored to a Sanskrit original, although some Indian names were probably originally in Pali. All Chinese names are given in Chinese (in Pinyin transliteration) rather than in Japanese as Keizan would have pronounced them. A chart of alternative transliterations and pronunciations appears on page 275 at the back of this book.


2. Japanese and Chinese personal names are given in the Japanese and Chinese manner; that is, family name first, followed by given name. Thus, Fujiwara Moroie is Mr. Fujiwara, whose parents named him Moroie.


3. I have capitalized such words as Buddha, Tathagata, and Master, the latter when it is part of a title, such as “Master Touzi.” Dharma is capitalized when it is a synonym for “Buddhism” or “Truth,” but is not capitalized when it means “experiential datum,” or “phenomenal object.” I have capitalized Self and Mind when they are synonyms for “Buddha nature,” but not for other senses.


4. All material enclosed within square brackets is my own addition to the original text. I have depended on this device often throughout the translation in order to avoid an unreasonable number of endnotes. In almost every case, the interpolation is a small expansion of the original text, made to clarify the text. For example, I often interpolate a better-known name beside a lesser-known name, as when I write, “Eihei [Dogen].” Sometimes, I specify a speaker or grammatical subject where the text typically does not. In other cases, I add material which eliminates the need for an explanatory note, such as when I write, “the three times [of past, future, and present]” or “the four forms of birth [which are birth from a womb, birth from an egg, birth from moisture, and spontaneous birth].” In all cases, my intention has been to spare the reader a needless trip to the notes at the end of the translation.


5. Manuscript copies of the Denkoroku do not divide each chapter into four sections as I have done. Each chapter runs unbroken from start to finish without break or section titles. The custom of pointing out these four sections with headings began soon after the text was published. The two-volume publication by Yoshida Gizan (Kyoto, 1886), for instance, indicates the four sections with interlinear notes (bokun). The four sections are hon soku, the “main koan case that begins each chapter; the kien, or “story” surrounding the enlightenment experience of the subject; Keizan’s nentei commentary on the main case or story; and finally, the juko verse, which concludes the chapter. Professor Kochi followed this practice in the text I used for my translation, and I have also divided each chapter into four parts. My one deviation from the precedent of Yoshida and others has been to use the more familiar term teisho in place of nentei, since some dictionaries appear to consider the two terms to be synonyms, and I believe the more familiar term serves equally well.


6. In the Far East, a person is considered a year old at birth. Thus, a year after his birth, he or she is considered two years old. Throughout the introduction and translation, I have “translated” ages into their Western equivalents. Thus, if the Japanese text says that a person was seven years old when he did a certain thing, I have changed this to his Western-reckoned age, which is six.


A Note on This Book’s Design


The section heading device that appears in this volume at the beginning of each section of the Record is a kao—a unique design adopted by Zen priests and other cultured Japanese which functioned like a signature and was related only loosely to orthography. The kao opening each section is Master Keizan’s.











INTRODUCTION



I. The Text


The Record of Transmitting the Light (Denkoroku in Japanese) is a type of literature that can be called “spiritual genealogy.” Like ordinary genealogies, it traces the history of a family, locating its origins in some ancestor long ago and tracing that ancestor’s descendants down through the successive generations to the present. This accomplishes several goals that are important for the family: It provides a panoramic view of the continuity of a line rooted in distant antiquity; it records the exploits and special distinctions of each generation; it provides a basis for family pride and style; and, perhaps most important, it provides a strong sense of family identity. Together, these things create a sense of rootedness, as well as continuity and identity through, history.


But unlike traditional family genealogies tracing a genetic bloodline, the Record traces a spiritual bloodline. Thus, the fifty-three generations recorded in Keizan’s work are not related by blood but rather by spiritual kinship in which the inheritance of each generation is one of spiritual endowment and authority.


Keizan took it as his task to trace the genealogy of the Soto line of Zen Buddhism, which was his “family.” The founding ancestor to which Keizan’s line is heir was the Buddha Shakyamuni, who passed on his spiritual endowment and authority to his own spiritual son, Mahakashyapa, who, in turn, passed it on to his own spiritual son, Ananda, and so on, through twenty-eight generations in India, twenty-two generations in China, and two generations in Japan, ending with Zen Master Koun Ejo, the fifty-second patriarch of the family. In the process of recording these generations, Keizan discusses the spiritual struggles and victories of such well-known figures in Buddhist history as Mahakashyapa, Ananda, Ashvaghosa, Vasubandhu, Bodhidharma, Huike, Qingyuan, Dongshan, and Dogen, along with a number of others in the Indian line who are unknown outside Buddhist genealogies of this kind. Thus, the Record shows a straight and unbroken line of descent starting from the Buddha and continuing through India, China, and Japan, ending with Ejo, who was Keizan’s own spiritual grandfather. Keizan omits any mention of himself out of modesty, although he was the fifty-fourth patriarch of the family, and he also does not include his predecessor and spiritual father, Tettsu Gikai, who was still living and whose inclusion Keizan apparently felt was inappropriate. Gikai is only mentioned briefly in the account of Ejo as having established the family at Daijo Monastery.


At the heart of the Record lie such genealogical matters as transmission, succession, and inheritance—words that are encountered frequently in the text. There are also the related matters of continuity, legitimacy, and authenticity. The structure of each chapter is fairly uniform. The current patriarch of the family is wandering about teaching, or is an abbot of a monastery, and he is searching for a suitable individual to inherit his authority. He encounters a young man of unusual commitment and talent who has forsaken secular life and seeks enlightenment. After some passage of time, during which the young man struggles valiantly and single-mindedly, he achieves enlightenment, often during an encounter with the patriarchal master. The master confirms the awakening and recognizes the younger man as a fit successor. Thus, the younger man succeeds the older in a process that has continued unbroken over many generations. The point of such a narrative is that at any point in the chain of successors, an individual can demonstrate his legitimacy and his claim to the family name by proving that his predecessor was so-and-so, whose own claims derive from his own predecessor, and so on back to the founding ancestor. Ultimately, Shakyamuni himself, as the founder of the family, is the ultimate legitimator of all subsequent successors.


There are other Zen genealogies besides Keizan’s Record, each with its own structure and purpose, and there are also genealogies in traditions outside Zen, such as Pure Land and Huayan. However, Keizan’s Record is unique within this genre of literature. Each of the fifty-three chapters begins with a koan case (hon soku), which records the master’s awakening in a dialogue with his master, upon hearing some remark made by his master, or upon pondering some spiritual problem. The short introductory case is then followed by a story (kien) about the master, including his birthplace and parentage, religious yearnings as a youth, home departure and tonsure, spiritual struggle, awakening, and succession to the title of patriarch. The main purpose of this section is that of providing the circumstances surrounding the awakening experience announced in the preceding koan case. This latter section is often the occasion of stressing the master’s special virtues and abilities, his unique fitness to become a patriarchal successor, and his later success as a Zen teacher. Occasionally, especially in the accounts of the Indian patriarchs, the master is shown exhibiting marvelous supernatural powers in an atmosphere charged with the miraculous and fabulous. This section can be lengthy in the case of particularly important pivotal figures such as Bodhidharma, or it can be perfunctorily brief in cases where the background information on an individual is practically nonexistent. At any rate, the material for this section of a chapter is not Keizan’s own invention but rather was drawn from other genealogies such as the Chinese Jing De Chuan Deng Lu (Keitoku Dentoroku) and Wu Deng Hui Yuan (Goto Egen), which were Keizan’s two main sources. Hence, these stories were well known in the Zen tradition and could be found elsewhere. However, a comparison of Keizan’s telling of these stories and their presentation in other sources shows the author editing, abbreviating, expanding, shifting emphasis, and otherwise exercising a critical choice in what to include or exclude.


The third section of each chapter consists of Keizan’s commentary on either the main case or, rarely, on the second section. This section, named nentei in many modern editions, is very similar to the traditional teisho given by the master to his monks. Neither the teisho nor the nentei is a simple explanation or discussion about the koan case, but rather functions as an occasion for the master to speak “from the heart,” to explore the case from an enlightened perspective. Such an occasion may stimulate the monk’s own spiritual search and provide pointers for the individual who is prepared to understand as a result of considerable practice and his own inquiring spirit. Keizan’s talks, like the classical teisho, provide him with the opportunity to guide practice, exhort, correct, and encourage, as he clarifies the import of the koan case. I have given this section of a chapter the more familiar heading of teisho in order to alert the reader to the nature of the section.




Most readers will probably find this section of a chapter the most rewarding and interesting. The main case that introduces each chapter will not be significant to anyone who has not had a considerable amount of experience with Zen koans, although these cases can often be striking and thought-provoking. The story section offers its own difficulties for the reader. Sometimes the material is flatly factual and perfunctory, limited to a bare description of the master’s family and the circumstances surrounding his later enlightenment and patriarchal succession, and these are not particularly interesting, colorful, or edifying. Sometimes, particularly in the stories of the Indian patriarchs, the stories are rather colorful in their accounts of supernatural beings, dragons and demons, magic, and paranormal powers, but modern readers are likely to find all this incredible and thus perhaps meaningless, albeit colorful, in a way not thought so by earlier generations of readers.


The observant reader will notice an interesting difference between the biographical and historical accounts of the earlier Indian patriarchs and the later Chinese masters. The Indian stories contain a large amount of the miraculous and supernatural mentioned above. However, once the patriarchal transmission reaches China, this kind of material almost disappears. Whereas a large percentage of the twenty-nine Indian biographies contain material of this sort—physical transformations, demons and celestial beings, strange accounts of rebirth, apparitions, and omens—there are only about three or four of these stories in the accounts of the twenty-four Chinese and Japanese patriarchs. Of these, the most remarkable is the story of a Chinese monk who, through an act of will, incarnates himself in the womb of a virgin and subsequently is born of a virgin. But what is striking is the almost complete absence of this kind of material in the Chinese and Japanese stories. In these latter accounts, Keizan concentrates almost totally on the encounter between master and disciple, spiritual struggle, and ultimate succession. A close comparison of stories in the Record and Keizan’s Chinese sources will often reveal that such supernatural material was present but that Keizan made conscious and deliberate omission of it. Why the omission? The reason may only be conjectured about, but the impression is that Keizan, writing in about 1300 in a land far away from India, considered the Indian patriarchs to be practically mythological beings living a very long time ago in a mysterious and sacred land where such events could and did happen with amazing regularity. Men such as Mahakashyapa, Ashvaghosa, and Kapimala may have been thought of as spiritual giants not known outside the Holy Land or in more recent “degenerate” times. Time, distance, and the special aura surrounding the Indian Holy Land and the giants of yesteryear might very well make conceivable what would be considered incredible in one’s own everyday time and place.


If the main case and biographical and historical sections are problematic for modern readers, Keizan’s commentary on the koan cases is another matter. These commentaries provide him with the opportunity to display his own understanding of the nature of Zen and the special “family style” of his own Soto line of Zen. Consequently, from these commentaries the reader has an opportunity to gain a better understanding not only of what Zen teaches generally but also of what Zen meant to one seminally important figure in the development of Japanese Buddhism. As a result, this section, perhaps along with the concluding appreciatory verse (juko), gives us an insight into what may be called Keizan’s Zen. In many ways, Keizan’s Zen is a continuation of the Zen of the founder of Japanese Soto Zen, Dogen—and this should not be particularly surprising. Yet, the two men were different individuals with different teaching methods and different emphases in their writings.


In the course of documenting the patriarchal succession over the generations, Keizan centers his talks primarily on two topics. One is the necessity of being totally committed to achieving awakening, of taking the Zen life most seriously, and of making a supreme effort in Zen practice. This is also a focal point in Dogen’s writing, and both men, as Zen patriarchs, are equally concerned with the training of monks and the selection of successors. The second emphasis, and, indeed, the overwhelmingly central focal point of all these chapters, is the Light of the title of the work. It is this light that is transmitted from master to disciple as the disciple discovers this light within himself. In fact, once the light is discovered, this itself is the transmission. The light is one’s Buddha nature or True Self. Keizan uses a number of striking and provocative epithets and titles for this True Self, including “That One,” “That Person,” “The Old Fellow,” and “The Lord of the House.” Such language is uncommon in Dogen’s writings, as is any focus on discussing the existence and nature of this Old Fellow—that is part of what constitutes Keizan’s Zen as distinct from Dogen’s Zen.


The fourth and final section of each chapter is a short verse, usually made up of two lines of seven ideographic characters each or, occasionally of four lines of five characters each. These verses are the occasion for Keizan to present the gist of the introductory koan, to summarize his remarks in the commentary section, and to express his appreciation and praise for the koan case. These verses are excellent examples of the highly literary nature of Zen and the literary tastes of Zen masters, and, at the same time, they serve the reader by providing a handy reference for the interpretation of the main case and Keizan’s commentary. In a word, the verse is the case and its commentary in a poetic nutshell.


Earlier it was said that the Record has another function beside those mentioned as being part of all genealogical work—namely to demonstrate the legitimacy of the Japanese Soto Zen tradition founded by Dogen three generations before Keizan. There were several reasons why Keizan believed that he had to give this demonstration. First, there was the oft-repeated claim by Dogen and his successors, including Keizan, that their Buddhism was the only true Dharma in Japan. It was the only true Dharma because the other traditions were corrupt and worldly, they did not teach Zen meditation, which is the primary Buddhist practice, and they did not base their own legitimacy on the transmission of the enlightened mind. On the other hand, the Soto Zen line was a newcomer to the Japanese religious scene (as was the Rinzai line), dating only from the early thirteenth century. The older, established traditions, such as Tendai, were persistently antagonistic to Dogen’s line of Zen and sought to turn secular authorities against it. Zen also had to compete with other newly established forms of Buddhism that had risen at the same time, namely, Pure Land and Nichiren Buddhism. A further consideration may have been the need to deal satisfactorily with the internal dispute that is said to have occurred at Eihei-ji (the temple founded by Dogen), which is believed to have centered around Keizan’s own predecessor, Gikai.


Gikai is said to have been finally forced to step down as abbot of Eihei-ji and to have established a new center at Daijo-ji, resulting in a split in the patriarchal line, with the Eihei-ji line continuing on with a new abbot, and Gikai starting a new, separate transmission line at Daijo-ji. Keizan was the second abbot of Daijo-ji and later became the founder of a new headquarters at Soji-ji, in Noto. Thus, the line that had existed presumably unbroken from the time of Shakyamuni down to Gikai had become divided in Japan in the third generation. For all these reasons, as well as Keizan’s determination to popularize and propagate his teaching, there was a need to argue in a convincing way that the form of Buddhism he represented was not merely legitimate, but was in fact the Treasury of the Eye of the True Dharma (Shobogenzo), bequeathed by the Buddha to Mahakashyapa and, through him, down through over fifty generations.


What better way to do this than through a genealogy? An individual whose pedigree is in doubt can demonstrate through the family tree that he or she is truly a legitimate heir to the family name and inheritance. It is the unbroken succession of generations, with the clearly established link between each, that proves authenticity. It is interesting in this regard to compare Keizan’s Record with another genealogy, the Chinese Chuan Deng Lu (Dentoroku). Like Keizan’s work, the Chuan Deng Lu traces the transmission of spiritual authority and authenticity from Shakyamuni through a single line of successors through India into China. There is also a single line stretching from Bodhidharma, the “Blue-eyed Brahmin,” down to the sixth Chinese patriarch, Huineng. However, unlike the Record, the line of succession branches out at this point, so that as all genealogies show, Huineng had five successors, two of whom, Qingyuan Xingsi and Nanyue Huairang, became founders of their own important lines of transmission. One of Nanyue’s successors was the important Zen master, Mazu Daoyi, who in turn had a number of successors, including Baizhang Huaihai and Nanquan Puyuan. The same branching out of the family tree continues over the generations, branches proliferating and producing more proliferations. Consequently, the Chuan Deng Lu is much more like a real family tree in showing all the “children” of a parent, the children of each of those children, and so on into the present. This can be seen in any Zen genealogical table.


Keizan’s Record takes a much different form, showing a single line of descent from a spiritual father to a spiritual son, as if there were no other children, or as if, if others existed, only one son got rights to the family name and inheritance. This is because the two genealogies have different purposes. The primary purpose of the Chuan Deng Lu is not to show that a single individual is the sole repository for authority, but rather, to show how the light of the Buddha is inherited by many in each succeeding generation. Thus, in the Chinese work, we find the records of lay people, for instance, who were confirmed as enlightened by their masters but who had no successors and thus were themselves the end of their “line.” They were not links in an unbroken line of succession but their accomplishments were nevertheless recorded as significant, and this seems to be the purpose of the text.


Sometimes, a successor was a monk who left no successors of his own but, again, his accomplishment is recorded in the Chuan Deng Lu because it celebrates the proliferation of the light. It does not seem to be concerned with the question of genuineness or legitimacy in the way the Record seems to be. The Record ignores the fact that a master may have had a number of enlightened disciples who established their own lines. Thus, Keizan’s work does not have the biographies of Mazu, Zhaozhou, Deshan, Baizhang, or a host of other Zen luminaries, as does the Chuan Deng Lu. Keizan’s genealogy is more of a sectarian document than is the Chinese work. Keizan’s work says, in effect, that the spiritual bloodline runs from the father to an only son, who becomes the new family patriarch, and so on. The effect of this is to argue that at any given time, the present patriarch can demonstrate his authority and power by simply proving who his father was and that he, himself, is his father’s descendent. The model for the Chuan Deng Lu is the true family tree that shows all the sons and daughters of a family, and the sons and daughters of each of them, as the “branches” grow and multiply. The model for Keizan’s record is that of patrilineal descent, in which the family inheritance is passed on from father to eldest son in each generation. It is still a genealogy, but one that ignores all members of the family except the chosen son.


The importance of this model is so evident in Keizan’s Record that one is left with the clear perception that nothing is more important for a Zen master than to have a spiritual son who is worthy of being a vessel for the Dharma succession. Nowhere is this clearer than in the account of the forty-fourth patriarch, Touzi Yiqing. The previous patriarch Dayang Jingxuan had the misfortune of reaching the end of his life without finding a suitable successor. However, a Linji (Rinzai) monk named Yuanjian (Fushan Fayuan), who was already a successor to the Linji Zen Master Shexian, visited Dayang, who found him in complete accord with his own understanding. He wished to make Yuanjian his successor, but the latter declined because he was already a successor to another master in the Linji lineage. However, overcome with sadness and regret that Caodong line (as Soto was known in China) would become extinct, he volunteered to become a temporary holder of Dayang’s Dharma and the Caodong patriarchy and later transmit it to a worthy vessel in the Caodong line when he found him. This turned out to be Touzi. Yuanjian convinced Touzi that he was a temporary stand-in for Dayang and truly possessed the master’s Dharma. Touzi trusted him and became, indirectly, Dayang’s Dharma heir. Consequently, although Dayang is listed in the Record as the forty-third patriarch and Touzi is listed as the forty-fourth, there was a break in the Caodong line with Yuanjian, a Linji master, serving as the temporary bridge between the two.


This must have been a terrible situation for Dayang, but it must also have been a difficult problem for Keizan, who was so concerned with the question of legitimacy. His need to deal with the problem seems evident from the fact that his teisho on this chapter is one of the longest in the Denkoroku and concerns not the main koan case but the story of the break in the lineage. Given the nature and tone of the Record, it would seem incredible that this is all a fiction. It must have been an indubitable fact widely known in Buddhist circles and one that could not be passed over. So, he faced the problem head on, dealing with it in a manner the reader can discern for himself or herself in that chapter of the translation.


The success of the Japanese Soto tradition from the fourteenth century on was, as historians agree, due in no small part to Keizan’s efforts to make it widely known and practiced. His historical importance in Japanese Buddhism consists of his success in making Soto Zen a popular religion. Some of this success was due to the incorporation of elements of liturgy and practice from outside of Zen, and there is little doubt that had Soto retained the austere, noncompromising, eremitical style associated with Dogen, it would not have become the school with the large following and numerous temples and priests that it has become in recent centuries. Keizan’s important place in this development is enshrined in his title, Taiso, the “Great Patriarch,” which places him almost as high as the founder, Dogen, the Koso, or “Eminent Patriarch.” It is often said that if Dogen were the father of Japanese Soto, Keizan was the mother.




Perhaps the Denkoroku did play some part in this great expansion and the eventual success of Soto Zen in becoming an accepted part of the Japanese religious establishment. By demonstrating that Soto held a legitimacy and authority based on a Dharma succession that could be traced all the way back to the Buddha in India, Keizan could counter any claims that his tradition was a mere upstart and interloper; he could achieve a standing of legitimacy and acceptability in the eyes of secular authorities who were often closely allied politically with the older, established traditions; and he could win acceptance among a population already increasingly proselytized by the growing Pure Land and Nichiren traditions. In so doing, the Record served as a certificate of respectability in the same way any genealogy does.


However, this should not be construed as implying that the Record was composed merely as an expedient tool designed to win acceptance for Keizan’s tradition among a hostile or indifferent audience. While its structure and content indicate that it also had that purpose, its primary function seems to have been to celebrate the “light” of its title. Two facts support this conclusion. First, the fifty-three chapters of the text were delivered orally on formal occasions to a community of monks. It was not presented to the court or to the military powers as a document supporting a claim. In fact, no evidence indicates that it was ever presented to authorities as a kind of petition or memorial. The place of presentation (Daijo Monastery), the audience (Zen monks), and the contents of the text support a conclusion that the primary purpose of the text was to instruct and encourage monks. A second point is that the Denkoroku does not appear to have been widely known outside Soto monasteries until the mid–nineteenth century, when it was first printed and circulated widely. Thus, from the first, its audience seems to have been the Soto priesthood. It provided them with an authoritative review of the essentials of Soto Zen teachings; reminded them of the seriousness of their vocation and the need to practice hard; and, at the same time, in documenting their genealogical heritage, provided them with a sense of confidence, pride, and legitimacy.


All these functions of the text are based on the evidence of the existence of the “light” of the title. It is likened to a pearl that is bright and lustrous without need for carving and polishing, a vermilion boat so beautiful that no artist could capture its beauty in a painting, the wind that circulates everywhere and shakes the world but cannot be seen or touched, and an icy spring so deep that no traveler can make out its bottom. The occurrence of such epithets and figures of speech throughout the text shows the author not only recording a transmission from master to disciple, in which the disciple realized finally the existence of the “Undying Lord of the Hermitage,” but also expressing his profound reverence for this light in the heightened emotional language of poetry.


It is this “Old Fellow” whom we all truly and essentially are, says Keizan. “This True Self has been our constant companion in life after life and has never left us” (Furong Daokai).† It is beyond all predication such as pure and impure, annihilation or eternity, and is identical in fools and sages (Shitou Xiqian). It never divides itself into self and other, or subject and object, but merely wears the faces of self and other (Daman Hongren). Mind, the objective world, delusion, and awakening are all nothing but “names for one’s True Self” (Dayi Daoxin). All that we are and do is the result of its presence. It gives us life and makes us die (Yaoshan Weiyan), and we see and hear through the presence of this “Faceless Fellow” (Xuedou Zhijian). It is the source of our minds and bodies (Xuedou Zhijian), and even the use of ordinary discriminative thinking is the doing of the True Self (Tongan Daopi). It itself is speechless and mindless, has no form or sense faculties, but it is not mere nothingness or emptiness (Xuedou Zhijian). It is, on the contrary, a reality possessed by all beings and the true place to which we all return (Danxia Zichun). Although we are born here and die there, constantly arriving and departing in the cycle of rebirth, the True Self does not die, nor is it reborn but remains eternally the Undying Lord of the House who merely wears the different faces of ordinary beings, Buddhas, demons, and donkeys. When the world is periodically destroyed by fire, water, and wind, it is not destroyed (Xuedou Zhijian). In humans, it is “nothing but bright light” (Xuedou Zhijian), a “clear, distinct knowing” (Dongshan Liangjie).


Again, it is this light that is mentioned in the title of Keizan’s Record as being transmitted from Shakyamuni through fifty-two generations to Ejo and, by implication, to Tettsu Gikai and Keizan himself. Whatever else may be said about one’s essential nature, it is the self as the brilliant light of clear and alert knowing of events that most clearly concerned Keizan. He emphasizes this aspect of the self in chapter after chapter, saying that it is “a thoroughly clear knowing” (Daman Hongren), an “alert knowing” (Qingyuan Xingsi), “a clear and distinct, constant knowing” and “a perfectly clear knowing” (Dongshan Liangjie), “boundless clarity and brightness” and “just alertness” (Xuedou Zhijian), to mention just a few instances from the text.


We learn from the Record that this True Self or essential nature is the origin of all things and remains their imperishable essential nature, and among humans it takes the form of a capacity for knowing events clearly, without delusion. This clear knowing always lurks just beneath the surface, so to speak, whether the individual is wise or foolish, learned or ignorant, a genius or a simpleton. However, among all these, it remains obscure and nonfunctioning if the individual is not awakened to its existence. For most of humankind, it is obscured by delusion in the form of a tendency to discriminate between “self” and “other,” by conventional and habitual patterns of interpreting experience, by stereotyped reactions to events, by grasping experience from the perspective of the ordinary self obsessed with fear and craving, by filtering experience through the lens of some philosophical position or ideological perspective, and so on. In short, what passes among us for clear understanding of our experience is, according to Keizan, a clouded, distorted, darkened misunderstanding. When we really become aware of this truth, and at the same time become aware of this clear light within us, we awaken and become Buddhas. If we do not, then, says Keizan, we remain bound to the prison of this world and transmigrate endlessly in the six paths, falling repeatedly into the clutches of “Old Yama,” the Lord of the Dead.


This light is none other than wisdom, insight, or the impeccably clear knowing known throughout Buddhist history as prajna, a term that Keizan himself uses occasionally in the text. Prajna is not a special, privileged, “correct” way of knowing events but rather is the knowing of events in the total absence of all viewpoints and perspectives. Thus, while it is a mode of knowing, it is a knowing that does not filter experience through a pre-existing set of assumptions about the nature of an experience. So thoroughgoing is the demand to eliminate all perspectives that not even something such as a “Zen position” or “Buddhist perspective” is considered a legitimate filter. Thus, as Nagarjuna insisted in the second century, all perspectives and positions must be abandoned so that events are encountered and responded to from what might be called a perspective of no perspective or a positionless position.




Western philosophers in modern times have concluded that such a perspectiveless perspective is impossible and, indeed, the crisis in contemporary philosophy and theology is a result of the growing consensus that all knowledge is necessarily conditioned by culture, physiology, and personality. Thus, it is argued, we can never know events as they truly are, apart from our interpretation of them because we can never transcend those factors that condition our experience of events. We are necessarily and forever locked within our minds, and our minds are conditioned. On the other hand, Buddhism has claimed for well over two thousand years that a pure, unconditioned way of knowing is indeed possible and we can know events just as they are, undistorted by culture or personality. This claim, in fact, is the tacit assumption at the bottom of Keizan’s text. Keizan, like all his predecessors, saw without doubt that this way of knowing is innate in all of us, and that although it has been obscured by various conditioning factors, like a precious jewel buried in a heap of excrement, it can be uncovered and found. This assumption is, in fact, the sole rationale for Zen practice.


Zen practice, consisting primarily of zazen and koan study, is a process of digging down through the various layers that cover the light of clear knowing, a kind of spiritual archaeology, so to speak. In human beings, these layers are made up of such things as concepts, symbols, language, categories, habits, ideological presuppositions, and the natural, innate tendency to divide the world into “self” and “not self.” Some layers are made up of the acquired, some of the innate, but all are perceived in Buddhism as similar to the layers of excrement that obscure the precious jewel of clear knowing. Once these layers are removed, a way of knowing is recovered that functions without conventional concepts and categories of thought which, according to all schools of Buddhism, superimpose a meaning on events that does not belong intrinsically to them. To experience events as they truly are, one must experience them without the least bit of personal or cultural meaning added to them. This kind of knowing might best be called “no mind,” a term favored by some Zen masters. “No mind” is not confusion, uncertainty, or blankness but, rather, an extremely clear knowing freed of all conceptualization and symbolization.


This kind of knowing is said to be innate, basic, and prior to ordinary discriminative, conceptualizing knowing. It is prior because it is the root and origin of the latter, which arises from the more basic, prior consciousness in the form of a bifurcation into a knowing aspect and a known aspect. The consequence of this split is twofold. On the one hand, consciousness becomes self-conscious, so that human beings are not only aware of an experience but can also be aware of being aware. On the other hand, what are thought to be events or things “out there,” external to the mind, are in reality only the mind’s ideas of events. Thus, rather than knowing an event as it truly is in itself, what we know is our idea about the event. This latter is the known aspect of mind, or mind as its own object. Consequently, as Western thinkers admit, we are ordinarily locked within our own minds and have no access to the true and real. Buddhists also admit that this is the case ordinarily, but that the subject/object split can be healed and mind restored to its original form. This is awakening or enlightenment and is the professed objective of Buddhism.


Since this awakening is, by definition, the ability to know events just as they are, apart from interpretation, assumption, and emotional reaction, then it follows that there is really no “correct” way of knowing events that stands in opposition to a “false” way. The religious and existential problem is not a matter of having wrong ideas about events so much as it is having any idea at all. Any interpretive mechanism is, as an interpretation, a distortion, even a “Buddhist” interpretation, and so enlightenment can never be a matter of replacing bad ideas with good ones. Consequently, the kind of pristine knowing that is Keizan’s concern should not be mistaken as being a superior “Zen” way of looking at things that replaces a defective way of seeing them. Pristine knowing is not a point of view.


This is the light that Keizan celebrates and appreciates in his Record and the kind of knowing that the master looks for in the disciple. The good teacher is one who recognizes it in the student when he sees it, and since it is absolutely essential that teachers possess this form of knowing, the student who convincingly displays it becomes the master’s successor through what is considered a transmission. The fifty-three chapters of Keizan’s work show clearly that succession is never based on mere mastery of Buddhist doctrine, the displaying of doctrinal correctness, or the adherence to sectarian orthodoxy, but is based on this kind of unconditioned, unprejudiced knowing that Keizan likens to a brightness greater than the sun and moon combined. Shakyamuni found it and passed it on to Mahakashyapa, who passed it on to Ananda, and so on down the generations to Dogen and then Ejo in Japan. This is Keizan’s story and the foundation of his own position as Great Patriarch of Japanese Soto Zen.


I have considered my task to be that of translating this important and interesting text and, in so doing, contributing to a better knowledge of Buddhist teaching and history, particularly the form of Zen founded in Japan by Dogen in the thirteenth century. However, despite my primary concern with translation, and despite the length of my translation, a few words of a critical nature need be said concerning the story told in the Denkoroku. Specifically, the reader needs to be aware of the modern, scholarly evaluation of the kind of traditional material that is found in Keizan’s Record.


It is probably safe to say that few if any reputable modern scholars, and probably not many even within the Soto priesthood itself, believe that many of the central events and characters in the Denkoroku are based on historical fact. Probably no one in Japan or the United States doing research in Zen history believes, for instance, that Chinese Zen began with the arrival from India of the monk Bodhidharma, or that there was a transmission from Bodhidharma to Huike, who had cut off his own arm to demonstrate his sincerity. Bodhidharma has, among scholars, now been relegated to the status of a legendary or mythic figure. Likewise, it is now generally agreed that the Sixth Patriarch was not in fact Huineng, and that the Platform Sutra, usually attributed to him, was composed by someone else. In fact, the specific circumstances of the real history of Chinese Zen are probably such that there could not have been anything like a “Sixth Patriarch.” It is also widely agreed that the kind of transmission of authority that did occur at a later time in China and Japan did not occur in India, and thus could not have been imported by the Chinese. The origins and early development of Chinese Zen are just now becoming clearer, and the gradually emerging picture is very different from the traditional Zen history found in such works as Keizan’s Record.


It is significant that in the whole vast body of Indian Buddhist scriptural and commentarial literature, there is not a single word of a patriarchal transmission of the kind celebrated in Keizan’s work. Great Indian teachers such as Nagarjuna and Dignaga had students who carried on their work in what was, in effect, a school or philosophical tradition, but that was a very different process and could not be called a patriarchal transmission of the Zen type. This latter process of transmission seems to have developed in China. Not only that, but the first genealogies of the sort we find in the Denkoroku, which trace the patriarchal line back into India to Shakyamuni, were composed many generations after the emergence of a distinctive form of practice and Buddhology that came to identify itself as “Zen.”


The idea of patriarchal succession seems to have originated in China as a result of circumstances unique to Chinese Buddhism. One of these was the development of schools of Buddhism, such as Pure Land and Zen, which had no Indian roots. Leaders of these schools sought ways to give their schools authority and legitimacy, and several devices uniquely Chinese came to be employed. One of these was to insist that the new school really had its roots in Indian Buddhism, India being the Holy Land and therefore an indisputable guarantor of legitimacy. Many Chinese schools argued that Nagarjuna was a patriarchal ancestor and the originator of that Chinese school’s ideas, for instance. Zen leaders of a comparatively late date began creating elaborate patriarchal lineages that stretched back into the past in China to a pivotal figure who was linked to India and ultimately to the Buddha himself through a succession of authorities. The effect, as I have pointed out above, is to show that one’s own school, and one’s own authority and legitimacy, are derived from the Buddha himself—and are therefore beyond question.


Consequently, traditional Zen histories or genealogies are not “true” if by “true”’ we only mean that the story is an account of actual historical events. However, there are other ways of defining truth. For instance, literate and thoughtful people would agree that Herman Melville’s Moby Dick is a story brimming with truth, despite the fact that no Captain Ahab or ship named Pequod ever actually existed. Likewise, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s most famous character, Jay Gatsby, is animated by a spirit as real as any actual person who ever lived. Fictional works such as these are treasured, read, and reread over the generations precisely because the stories are “true” despite their lack of historical factuality.


Likewise, myth is a form of truth that has no historical basis. There was never a real Garden of Eden with an Adam and Eve, but the story of original innocence and its loss is very meaningful to all who have reflected on human nature and human potential. The stern literalist who insists that the story is meaningless nonsense because it never actually happened is truly missing the whole point and needs to think seriously about the nature and function of myth. Much of the biography of the Buddha is also mythic, intended to present a model of the religious life for later followers. A story does not have to be literally true to be true in terms of religious life. The bodhisattva Guanyin (or Kannon, as she is known in Japan) is not a historical, flesh-and-blood being, but her actions are visible in every manifestation of compassion and clear knowing.


I am suggesting that the Denkoroku’s account of patriarchal succession may be read as expressing a genuine truth—although not a historical one—about the survival and spread of the Buddha’s teaching down through the generations, about the relationship between one’s own awakening and that of the Buddha, and about the essential completeness and perfection of every being. Thus, one may think of the Denkoroku as a way of expressing these things that is true in a way unrelated to historical fact. Teachers of Zen might therefore claim with some legitimacy that the patriarchal succession has indeed taken place from the time of the Buddha, continues to take place today, and will continue to do so in the future as each individual actualizes within himself or herself that same human completeness and perfection discovered by the Buddha and pointed out to his followers and posterity.


This is the essence of what is conveyed by Keizan’s Record of patriarchal succession. After all, the heroic life of the Buddha, as it has come down to us after many hundreds of years, is presented to his followers as a model of what is possible for all who undertake the self-discipline of the Buddha way. That human perfection so beautifully exemplified by the Buddha is the same for all; there is not one perfection for the founder and another for the rest of his followers. That perfection is preserved and passed on from one generation to the next, with nothing lost and with no alteration, like water passed completely from one vessel to another. Zen, as an institution and a way of life, stands on the conviction that this is so, and histories such as Zen Master Keizan’s Record of Transmitting the Light may be seen as ways to express this point.




II. The Author


Authorship of the Record is attributed to Zen Master Keizan Jokin, the first patriarch of the Soji-ji branch of Japanese Soto Zen and the fourth patriarch of Japanese Soto Zen. Most older secondary sources list his birth date as 1268, but recent scholars have argued for a date of 1264.1 Assuming the latter date to be correct, this means that Keizan was born eleven years after the death of the great founder of Japanese Soto Zen, Zen Master Eihei Dogen. Keizan was born in modern-day Fukui Prefecture, known at the time as Echizen Prefecture, and he was a member of the great and powerful Fujiwara family that had been at the center of Japanese politics for many centuries.


His secular history is nonexistent, since he took up the religious life at a very early age, either in his eighth or thirteenth year. Apparently, he was heavily influenced to seek religion by his mother, who had suffered from the time she was quite young and had sought solace and help from the merciful bodhisattva Kannon. At any rate, he seems to have made the short journey to Eihei-ji monastery while still a boy. There, he became a student of the third patriarch in Dogen’s line and then current abbot of the temple, Tettsu Gikai. Keizan records that at the age of twelve, he received the precepts from the still living former abbot and second patriarch, Koun Ejo.


At the age of seventeen, he left Eihei-ji to travel from monastery to monastery to meet various teachers and be tested by them, a practice that went back hundreds of years in China and that survived in Japanese Zen circles. His first stop was nearby Hokyo-ji where the abbot was Jakuen, as he was called in Japan, a Chinese monk who had followed Dogen back to Japan when Dogen returned from China in 1227. Jakuen had studied Zen under Dogen and then under Dogen’s successor, Ejo, and now he was abbot of Hokyo-ji.


Keizan stayed awhile with Jakuen, impressing the Chinese master so much that even though there were many followers at the monastery, Jakuen made Keizan the ino (the head priest who oversees all personal affairs within the monastery), a high honor indeed, since the position is always reserved for monks who had trained a long time and who were recognized as being proficient in all temple matters. However, Keizan only stayed for a short time and then continued his travels, eventually studying with a series of teachers such as Egyo and Kakushin. This was to be fruitful and fateful study, for these teachers were Rinzai masters who combined Zen practice with the esoteric practices found in Shingon Buddhism and the esoteric branch of Tendai Buddhism. This eclectic approach seems to have influenced Keizan, who later incorporated some of these same practices in his monasteries. He even climbed Mount Hiei and studied for a while in the great Tendai monastic complex there.


In the end, he returned to Eihei-ji and his teacher Tettsu Gikai. However, by this time, some historians claim, there was very serious turmoil at the monastery. A dispute had broken out among the monks, and Gikai, the abbot, was at the center of the dispute. Scholars have studied this dispute from several angles and have arrived at differing theories as to the essence of the controversy. The exact nature of the dispute cannot be stated with any degree of certainty, if indeed it actually took place, but what seems to be clear from traditional accounts is that a large faction of monks questioned Gikai’s qualifications as abbot. They wanted Gikai out, but Gikai also had his own supporters, and so two factions fought over who would be the abbot. The anti-Gikai faction triumphed, and Gikai was forced to leave Eihei-ji, to be succeeded by the fourth abbot, Gien. Gikai founded a new monastery, Daijo-ji, and became its first abbot, to be followed a little later by his student Keizan. Thus Keizan became the second abbot of Daijo-ji, a monastery with which he would be strongly associated throughout his mature years. However, for the time being, in 1288, at the age of twenty-four, he went back to study awhile with Jakuen.


Eventually, he followed Gikai to Daijo-ji to mature as a Zen student. In 1294, at the age of thirty, he had his great awakening when he heard Gikai use the old Zen phrase, “Ordinary mind is the Way.” The following year, he inherited Gikai’s Dharma and became his successor. The next few years were spent teaching at Joman-ji, a temple in Tokushima Prefecture. It was about this time that he first met Gasan Joseki, who was to become one of his greatest disciples and his successor. In 1298 he returned to Daijo-ji to assist the aging and ailing Gikai, and it was in this capacity as assistant to Gikai that he began the fifty-three talks of the Denkoroku in the winter of 1300. Two years later, he became the second abbot of Daijo-ji. He had granted the seal of approval to Gasan the year before, and the following year, he also granted it to Meiho Sotetsu, thus acquiring his two greatest successors and thus laying the foundation for the future development of his branch of Soto Zen.


Keizan was the abbot at Daijo-ji from 1302 to 1311. Gikai died in 1309 at the age of ninety-one, and two years later, Keizan turned the monastery over to his disciple and successor Meiho and started a new monastery named Joju-ji. The final decade and a half of his life was spent establishing a number of new monasteries, such as Joju-ji, Yoko-ji, and Koko-ji, acting as abbot, and establishing what he considered proper practice at all these places. His biggest accomplishment, probably, was the founding of Soji-ji, in Noto, through which in later centuries passed a long succession of illustrious Soto abbots and scholar-priests. It became the headquarters monastery of Keizan’s wing of Soto Zen, Eihei-ji becoming the other headquarters in a system of dual headquarters that has lasted until today and makes Soto Zen unique in Japanese Buddhism. This is the heritage of the great dispute at Eihei-ji that resulted in a dual abbacy. Keizan died at Yoko-ji in 1325 at the comparatively young age of sixty-one.


His important place in Japanese Soto Zen history is indicated by his title, Taiso, which means “Great Patriarch.” Dogen, the original founder of Japanese Soto is known as Koso, or “Eminent Patriarch.” The similar titles and the metaphor of parentage indicate the crucial, if different, role that each played in the building of a new form of Buddhism in Japan. Without Dogen, there would have been no Soto Zen. He made the hazardous trip to Sung China and brought back the new teaching and practice. He found a small group of dedicated students who wanted to learn what he had to teach and, thus, he started a new religious community. He also founded Eihei-ji and acquired students such as Ejo who succeeded him and kept his line going.


However, the fact remains that when Dogen died in 1253, Soto Zen had grown very little in terms of numbers or strength. It is true that Dogen died very young and thus did not have a long life to build and expand, but the problem was probably not so much a matter of time as it was of objectives and motivation. Much of Dogen’s energy went into writing and teaching, and he probably simply was not interested in expanding an empire.


Thus, when Keizan became abbot of Daijo-ji, Dogen’s Buddhism was still a small, localized community with few temples and priests. The later growth of Soto to the point where it had a very large number of temples and priests and millions of parishioners, with the corollary power and prestige, was due to Keizan’s work and that of his successors. Keizan, himself, founded several new monasteries during his lifetime, including Soji-ji, which was to be the headquarters of his branch of the school, and then he left several inspired followers, primarily Gasan and Meiho, who spread the faith and continued their teacher’s work of building temples and monasteries.


However, it would not have been enough to simply build monasteries and temples. It was also necessary to present the faith in such a way as to be attractive to people other than already dedicated monks. Dogen’s religious vision had to be translated for the masses. The Zen that Dogen taught at Eihei-ji was severe, demanding, uncompromising, and had a purist streak in it. It was not the kind of Buddhism that was likely to attract many people, and most likely Dogen did not care much if it did not. However, Keizan was a different kind of person, with a different history, and clearly he had a different objective. For one thing, as a young man, he had studied under teachers who flavored their Zen with practices usually associated with other forms of Buddhism, primarily esoteric practices. Their own approach to religion was pragmatic and eclectic, which differed very much from Dogen’s much more purist attitude. Keizan remembered his teachers when he had his own monasteries and incorporated some of these same practices. He also instituted the practice of ministering to the mortuary needs of parishioners. This was something the people had a great need for and expected from the priests, and the result was both a closer bond between temples and parishioners and a great deal of income for the temples. All of this in turn was instrumental in the growth of Soto Zen. Thus, by resisting taking a purist approach and by responding to the needs of parishioners, by taking an active role in founding new monasteries and temples, and by acquiring inspired successors such as Gasan and Meiho to continue his work, Keizan was responsible for the eventual spectacular growth of Soto Zen.


Of course, Keizan did not just build new temples and monasteries. He was, primarily, the first patriarch of his own branch of Soto Zen and the fourth patriarch in Dogen’s line. With the destructive internal dispute at Eihei-ji in the late 1200s and Gikai’s banishment, Soto Zen split into two branches, to be known later as the Eihei-ji branch and the Soji-ji branch. Gien assumed the position of fourth abbot of Eihei-ji when Gikai left, but the damage was great, and supporters abandoned the monastery and the practice declined. Gikai, meanwhile, founded Daijo-ji and became its first abbot, and when Keizan succeeded him as abbot, in effect a new branch of Soto was established that persists to the present day. Thus, the two branches went their respective ways with their own respective succession of abbots. Keizan’s title of “Great Patriarch” reflects both his place in the growth of Soto and his position as the founder of the Soji-ji branch of Soto.


Finally, Keizan wrote the Denkoroku, regarded in Soto circles almost as highly as Dogen’s Shobogenzo. He also composed an important work on monastic discipline, the Keizan Shingi; a commentary on the Chinese Zen classic, Xin Xin Ming, entitled Shinjin Mei Nentei; two works on Zen meditation, the Sankon Zazen Setsu and Zazen Yojin-ki; and a record of his life and achievements, the Tokikki. However, none of these is of the quality of the Denkoroku. This work is unique in structure and purpose among all similar Zen spiritual genealogies. And while it cannot be said to be the literary equal of Master Dogen’s peerless work, it is nevertheless of excellent literary quality. However, equally important, it is a sustained presentation of a remarkable man’s understanding of the religious life, a valuable religious document from the Zen past, and a prime source for understanding the nature of Soto Zen Buddhism.


III. Text History


A prefatory statement at the beginning of the text of the Record says that Keizan began his series of fifty-three Dharma talks to the Daijo-ji monks on the eleventh day of the first month in the year 1300. From his own remarks,2 we know that by the end of the ninety-day ango, the intensive training period during the following summer, he had concluded his talk on the thirty-third patriarch, Huineng. Given the regularity of the monastic schedule, in which specific days of the month are set aside for such talks, Keizan would have concluded all his talks during the next winter ango period. He was thirty-six years old at the time, if he was born in 1264 rather than in 1268 as has been traditionally assumed.3


The Denkoroku was his major piece of writing, assuming the status in Soto Zen circles of being one of the two shining jewels of Japanese Soto Zen literature, the other being, of course, Dogen’s Shobogenzo. Like the latter work, it became a kind of esoteric text, hidden in the monasteries away from the eyes of the general public for almost six hundred years, highly venerated as the teaching of the “second founder” of Japanese Soto Zen and the founder of the Soji-ji branch of the Soto tradition. As the considerable number of extant copies of the text indicates, the process of copying the text probably began very soon after its composition, resulting in the presence of copies at many Soto monasteries. However, few if any people outside these monasteries seem to have known of its existence for hundreds of years. Indeed, even the records of important Soto monasteries do not acknowledge its existence in the century following Keizan’s death, a matter I will return to below.


Finally, in 1857, after 557 years of obscurity, the Denkoroku was edited and published in a two-volume woodblock edition by a monk named Sen’ei (1794–1864). Sen’ei says in his prefatory remarks that he was given a five-volume copy of the text by a wandering monk and that he also consulted and used several other copies he found for his edition: a two-volume copy stored at Daijo-ji, another five-volume copy at Eihei-ji, and “several other” copies, all five-volume copies. Now that the text had seen the light of day, it began to arouse interest among scholars and Soto officials. Annotated editions began to appear, such as Yoshida Gizan’s two-volume Shusho Bokun Keizan Denkoroku, published in Kyoto in 1886. In 1885 Soji-ji published its own edition, the so-called Honzan edition, based on a manuscript owned by a private collector named Ouchi.


In 1959 the oldest manuscript copy to date was found at Kenkon-in in Aichi Prefecture, where, coincidentally, a seventy-five-chapter manuscript of Dogen’s Shobogenzo was also found. The Kenkon-in text has been dated as copied in the middle to later fifteenth century on the basis of writing style and other internal evidence.4 Thus, although a number of manuscripts have been uncovered; the oldest to date is from a period of a hundred or more years after Keizan’s death in 1325. No manuscript in Keizan’s own hand or one copied by one of his attendants has been discovered so far.


The Kenkon-in manuscript is important as the oldest text discovered so far. However, over the last several decades, a number of newer copies have been found at such monasteries as Eihei-ji, Yoko-ji, and Shozan-ji, and it is known that several private collectors possess copies. A catalog published by Komazawa University in 1962 lists eleven copies.5 In 1969, in his edition of the Kenkon-in text, Azuma Ryushin listed thirteen texts.6 Eight years later, six more copies were added to that list.7 The Zengaku Daijiten, published in 1976, lists nineteen manuscript copies.8 The existence of many of these has been verified, while others known to have once existed no longer exist, the location of some is unknown, and the existence of some is known only indirectly through the testimony of such people as Sen’ei.


The discovery of a manuscript copy in Keizan’s own hand, or one dated conclusively from a period very near to his lifetime, would decisively put to rest a lingering doubt, arising in modern times, about Keizan’s authorship of the text. While no one seems to have asserted flatly and categorically that Keizan was not the author, some scholars have expressed what they call “misgivings” or “uneasiness” (fuan) about the authorship of the text. For instance, the highly respected scholar and editor of the standard edition of Dogen’s writings, Okubo Doshu, has expressed serious doubts about the authorship of Denkoroku, saying that anachronisms and other problems in the final two chapters of the text cast serious doubt about authorship.9


The evidence that Okubo and others point to can be summarized briefly as follows. One problem is that there are discrepancies in time periods. For instance, the author of the text seems to be writing at a time considerably later than 1300, when the text was presumably composed, such as when he mentions the length of time between Dogen’s return from China and the composition of the Denkoroku.10 Another problem is that the author refers to Daijo-ji using another name which seems not to have been used in 1300. These are two of several anachronisms of this kind in the last two chapters.


There is also external evidence. If the text really existed in Keizan’s lifetime, and if it was really an extremely honored text, it would surely have been mentioned in records of Keizan’s accomplishments, but it is not. Likewise, were Keizan the author of such an important text, it would have been widely known in the Soto monasteries associated with the author, such as Daijo-ji, Yoko-ji, and Soji-ji, but there is no mention of the text in their records as late as the early fifteenth century. Finally, there is the fact that the oldest manuscript copy found so far dates only from the mid-to-late fifteenth century. Okubo and others have consequently expressed uneasiness about the text, saying, in summary, that the author does not seem to have been Keizan and that the time of composition does not seem to have been 1300.




While some scholars express “uneasiness,” no one seems to have said flatly that Keizan was not the author, and thus the consensus remains that Keizan wrote the work, and the scholarly challenge is not to discover a presumed author but to explain the problems in the text. In fact, some of the evidence outlined above has been discussed and argued to be either inconclusive or explainable.11 Difficulties of the sort mentioned above could easily creep into a text during its transmission history, while copying, and the silence surrounding the text during the hundred or more years after its composition could be explained by historical facts we do not know about. More needs to be learned about the text’s transmission history and the events that took place as Keizan’s branch of Zen spread in Japan. Finally, while the kinds of problems found in the text are good reason for uneasiness, they are a kind of negative evidence that cannot replace a convincing, positive demonstration that the text was written later by a specific person.


My translation has used as its text the Honzan edition of 1885 as published by Kochi Egaku in four volumes in 1987. This is a very useful and convenient, including not only the original Honzan text but also a modern Japanese translation; helpful notes; a comparison of the material Keizan got from the Chuan Deng Lu and Wu Deng Hui Yuan with the original sources; and, most important, variant readings from five other texts: the texts of Kenkon-in, Tenrin-ji, Eihei-ji, Muzen, and the Senei. These variant readings have been most useful, because, while Kochi’s text presents no great textual problems, I have had to choose a variant reading on occasion. I have discussed my reasons for doing so in the notes to the translation. While there are, occasionally, substantial differences in the form of longer passages either present or absent in one or the other text, it has been my observation that the main differences, recurring over and over, consist of such things as one text substituting a synonym for a term used in the other, one text using either phonetic script or ideographic characters where the other uses the opposite, the occasional elimination or use of an introductory phrase or word. I would estimate that at least ninety-nine percent of the variations are not significant enough to alter meaning significantly. Whatever other problems the text may offer, a corrupt text, lacunae, and widely diverging variants are not among them.


The language of the Denkoroku presents few serious problems for the translator. The general literary style is typical of documents of this kind that originated in the Kamakura period. The style, grammar, and so on are of moderate difficulty. Anyone familiar with Dogen’s style, particularly in the Shobogenzo, will immediately notice the relatively straightforward, transparent style of Keizan’s work. The two styles, like the two men, are as different as night and day. However, some Zen technical terms and traditional phrases will challenge any translator, and while I believe that my translations are correct and otherwise adequate, I am sure others may suggest better, more felicitous ways of translating them. As is the case with Buddhist studies in general, there is little or no agreement on standard translation terms. Finally, probably the one place almost any translator will find his skills taxed is in the juko verse at the conclusion of each chapter. Like the introductory koan to each chapter, the juko are in Chinese, and as is the case with most Chinese verse, often a tremendous amount of meaning is packed into a little space, and this makes an easy, confident translation doubtful. The challenge to the translator is to (1) try to determine what the verse is saying, (2) try to duplicate the sense in good English, and (3) try to make it sound like verse. This is difficult. I can only hope that I have hit the mark most of the time.





† Parenthetical names in the next two paragraphs indicate the patriarch in whose section of the Record this phrase occurs.
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